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Are thought experiments nothing but arguments? I argue that it is not possible to make
sense of the historical trajectory of certain thought experiments if one takes them to be
arguments. Einstein and Bohr disagreed about the outcome of the clock-in-the-box
thought experiment, and so they reconstructed it using different arguments. This is to
be expected whenever scientists disagree about a thought experiment’s outcome. Since
any such episode consists of two arguments but just one thought experiment, the
thought experiment cannot be the arguments.

1. Introduction. A number of philosophers have argued that thought
experiments are arguments. John Norton presents a sophisticated ac-
count and defense of this view.

Thought experiments are arguments which: (i) posit hypothetical
or counterfactual states of affairs, and (ii) invoke particulars irrel-
evant to the generality of the conclusion. . . . Thought experiments
in physics provide or purport to provide us information about the
physical world. Since they are thought experiments rather than
physical experiments, this information does not come from the re-
porting of new empirical data. Thus there is only one non-contro-
versial source from which this information can come: it is elicited
from information we already have by an identifiable argument,
although that argument might not be laid out in detail in the state-
ment of the thought experiment. The alternative to this view is to
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